It is arguable that the idea of a radical tradition has long been an important dimension of modern black intellectual life, shaping the constructions and reconstructions of ethical-political connection across the rupturing history of black dispossession, displacement, and disenfranchisement. But what is the meaning of this idea? Or, better, to give it a Wittgensteinian inflection, what conceptual-ideological labor does the idea of a black radical tradition produce in the varying contexts of its contemporary use? What discursive work has it performed in presents past? Indeed, is there a genealogy waiting to be written about the idea of a black radical tradition that would traverse-and therefore connect-the discontinuous uses to which it has been put in the historical times and geopolitical spaces of black intellectual life? And if we take these questions at least in part to inhabit a normative discursive space, that is, not merely a descriptive but also an argumentative space in which what is at stake are claims on the moral-political present, what ought we do with the idea of a black radical tradition?
no less important to the story of the modern black subject. But in the constrained aftermaths of the various black nationalisms, black Marxisms, the Cold War, and so on, what idea of politics does radical signify or organize? It is not easy to say with any certainty. And finally, what idea of a "tradition" does the idea of a black radical tradition depend upon? Tradition is a term with a complex and contested genealogy. Indeed, some would argue that tradition does not belong in the same semantic universe as radical, appearing as it does to be the very reverse of subversion or transgression. What relation between past, present, and future does a tradition comprehend? What notion of temporality and spatiality does it map? What assumptions about gender does it conjure up? And yet, curiously, however contested, there seems a persisting demand for some notion of a tradition that is black and radical (implicit or explicit, marginal or central) in organizing the strategies of criticism within the discursive arena of black intellectual life, some stubborn grain against which to position our dissent, a recognition perhaps that even in our attempts to disengage from the claims of tradition we are nevertheless oriented by it.
Conventionally of course, we have by and large inherited from the Enlightenment a predisposition to be suspicious of the idea of a tradition, inasmuch as it seems to run counter to the progressive self-image of our age; it seems to suggest an orientation opposed to reason, prior to modernity, immune to conflict and change, and intolerant of diverse perspectives. To speak in the name of tradition appears automatically to sanction dogma, conservatism, an unthinking surrender to the blind, coercive strictures of community.
One dissenting approach to this conventional conception of a tradition that has seemed to me especially helpful is the one Alasdair MacIntyre has been sketching over a number of years in his attempt to think a practice of moral inquiry or social criticism driven neither by an objectivist outside (one or anther version of universalism) nor by specious inside (one or another version of nativism). For MacIntyre, the conventional notion of a tradition as conservative or unitary is mistaken or anyway certainly depends on our acquiescence to a false opposition between progress and custom, between reason and tradition. To the contrary, for MacIntyre all reasoning, including the Enlightenment's, is to be understood as taking place in the discursive context of a tradition of moral argument.
3 On his view, a tradition is first of all a socially embodied and historically extended discursive terrain on which the identity of a community is argued out. (Note the accent on argument.) Who are "we"? What pasts have made "us" who we are? What "events" make up our common story? What projects can make us who we might be in the future? These are the stuff of productive historical dispute. A tradition, then, is a contentious dramatic narrative that seeks to make a connection, through a distinctive temporal style of reasoning, between pasts, presents, and futures, and between identity and community.
But traditions are more than temporal modes of narrativization; they are also modes of authorization, in two senses: in Hannah Arendt's sense that they are properly speaking neither modes of persuasion nor modes of coercion but discursive modes that seek nevertheless to
give our human world durability; and in Talal Asad's sense that they are modes that seek to preempt the space of rival discourses of identity and community, of pasts, presents, futures. Thus what constitutes a tradition is "a conflict of interpretations of that tradition, a conflict which itself has a history susceptible of rival interpretations." And these arguments, further, will be at once epistemological and moral. "For it is not merely that different participants in the tradition will disagree," claims MacIntyre. "They will also disagree as to how to characterize their disagreements and as to how to resolve them. On this view of a tradition, if I am black it is because there is an historical tradition in which that identity is constituted partly by a continuous argument over precisely what it means to be black. This is why I have argued, many years ago now, that one way of thinking about a black cultural and intellectual tradition is that it is discursively constituted in and through a distinctive common possession, namely, the tropes of "Africa" and "Slavery."
7 Each of these figures, of course, concatenates around itself a whole historical archive of metaphoric and metonymic resources. On this view, "Africa" and "Slavery" are not only ethnographic or historical realities but also semiotically inexhaustible figures that help to organize and authorize a social imaginary of historical identity and community. They do not constitute a unified social imaginary, of course, a social imaginary over which there is-or can be-complete agreement; but they shape a pervasive social imaginary, nevertheless, in which the conflicts of interpretation within and across the temporality of generations only serve to underline the common possession of a distinctive past in the present. At any rate, this is one direction of thinking the conceptual problem of a black radical tradition.
It is a direction I favor but it is obviously not the only one. Still, it was the provocation that brought together a number of scholars at a conference called "The Idea of a Black Radical
Tradition," convened at Columbia University on 22 and 23 April 2011. 13 What we sought to offer over the two days of reasoning that constituted this occasion was a critical platform on which to explore-and clarify-the conceptual and historical and political range of this recurrent idea of a black radical tradition. The discussions, needless to say, were stimulating, suggesting how important a value disagreement is for intellectual engagement, especially intellectual engagement that touches identity. We were not interested in producing, in the end, a final unifying coherence around the idea of a black radical tradition but in critically inquiring into its past and present uses so as to gain some critical purchase on its future possibilities. Several of the participants were, alas, unable to offer revised essays for publication. They are much missed (you can hear some of their voices in the roundtable). But the essays assembled here bring to the topic a rich range of animating perspectives and thematic preoccupations. As usual I refrain from editorial summary. The essays do the varied work they do-largely skeptical work, it is true, keeping intimate company with the idea of a tradition that is at once radical and black, but never simply, never passively, never with a direct, unconsidered embrace or an unquestioning affirmation. Indeed, as the reader will undoubtedly recognize, it is precisely this attitude of agonistic community-captured vividly in Nijah Cunningham's image of a "broken bridge"-that holds open the prospect of living with the tension between our inheritance and our autonomy, of thinking with the visible sutures that render intelligible the histories of irreparable rupture and the aspirations for and against belonging that, among other things, keep the very argument about a black radical tradition in perpetual motion.
13 Once again I would like to thank the following entities at Columbia University for making this conference possible: the Office of the Executive Vice-President for Arts and Sciences, the Institute for Research in African-American Studies, the Department of Anthropology, and the Center for the Study of Race and Ethnicity. I would also like to thank the following students: Nijah Cunningham for assisting with the planning and execution of the conference and for leading and shaping the roundtable; Nikolas Sparks for advising on many intellectual and logistical matters; and Tania Balan-Gaubert, Irvin Hunt, Laurie Lambert, Imani Owens, Mariel Rodney, April Simpson, Brittney Taylor, and Autumn Womack for undertaking various introductions during the conference. Finally I would like to thank Brent Hayes Edwards for his suggestive closing remarks.
